Views from the Edge

“Jesus said, ‘one’s life does not consist in the abundance of possessions’”.

The parables of Jesus have long been one of my favorite areas of interest.  They are fascinating to me for many reasons.  For one thing, they are quite unique.  Many of Jesus’ teachings were firmly rooted in the traditions of first century Judaism, and are recognizable as such.  His parables, on the other hand, have no known precedent.  In Jewish history and culture, parables seem to have been a brand new form of religious expression.


Parables are also wonderful simply because they are so obscure that you can read any single one of them hundreds of times and get something completely new with each reading.  They are typically open ended, lacking neat Hollywood endings, which makes them both unsettling and very thought provoking.  All of them, in one way or another, point us towards the Kingdom of God.


The parable we heard this morning is unusually rich and complicated.  Its placement within the narrative may strike us as a bit strange; that is, it is difficult to see exactly how this parable relates to the request that has been made from the crowd.  Someone has asked that Jesus arbitrate between himself and his brother regarding their inheritance.  Jesus responds by implying that he is not to be the judge of such things!  Accustomed as we are to think of Jesus as the judge of all things, this statement is rather shocking in and of itself.  Jesus then goes on to tell this parable which is not very obviously connected to the man’s request.  


I think that the man’s request and the parable told in response show us two different kinds of justice.  Human justice, with a small j, and divine Justice, with a capital J.  The person asking the question believed very strongly in something which, I think, we all believe on some level—that there is such a thing as “fairness”.  This word fair is one we hear all the time, and most of us probably use it more than we should, even though we all know that there is probably no such thing.  


Jesus had his own idea of what was fair, and it was, of course, not what this person in the crowd had in mind.  For this man believed that there was some certain proportion of the family inheritance which was rightfully his.  But in the Kingdom of God there was no proportion of this inheritance which rightfully belonged to him.  In fact, none of it belonged to him at all.  It all belonged to God.  This is what I would refer to as divine Justice; it comes from an understanding that we have no fair share.  We are simply to be grateful for the many blessings God gives us, and do our best to share those blessings with others as generously as God has shared them with us.  But we are very prone to believing in human justice and fairness, especially if humans, and more specifically, we ourselves become the focus of our lives, rather than God and our neighbor.


The parable of the rich fool illustrates this rather nicely.  This morning as I was driving to work I was listening, as I always do on Sunday mornings, to the excellent show on religion and spirituality called “Speaking of Faith”.  The guest this morning has done a great deal of work with cancer patients, many of them extremely ill, and one of the comments she made was to the effect that “the view from the edge of life is much clearer than it is when we are in the midst of it”.  “The view from the edge of life”.  Today’s parable offers us a “view from the edge of life”.  It is a cautionary tale about greed, but also about living life directed towards oneself, rather than towards God.  The protagonist of this tale is a man whom we are told is already rich, when he is blessed with a banner year in which his lands yield forth a great abundance.  So great is this abundance that the man has nowhere to store all these crops, which apparently creates something of a conundrum for him.  Sharing this blessing with others is not, evidently, a realistic option for him.  He is not capable of seeing anyone but himself.


There are some interesting points to be found in the original Greek text which are not immediately obvious in any of the English translations.  Some of you may recall that I talked a few weeks ago about the Greek word “agathos”, literally meaning good, but also seeming to be directly linked to God as the word is used in the Gospel of Luke.  Well this word “agathos” also occurs in today’s reading, twice in fact.  Listen again to what this rich fool says to himself: “’I will do this: I will pull down my barns and build larger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods.  And I will say to my soul, Soul, you have ample goods laid up for many years....”


I think there is a real sense in which this man believes the good, the agathos, is his wealth, things which he can store up, things which he can possess.  He has forgotten or never knew that nothing is good, nothing is Agathos, save God alone.


Even worse is this man’s complete focus upon himself.  Perhaps you noticed how internal this man’s dialogue is, how inward looking.  This inward focus is even more evident in the Greek in which it was originally written.  The word which is translated as “soul” is the Greek word “psyche”.  And the word which is translated as “life” is also that same word, “psyche”.  This word is probably better translated as self; it is the totality of one’s being.  Listen to the same passage when this word psyche, which occurs 3 times, is translated as “self”, understood as the totality of his being: “’And I will say to my self, self, you have ample goods laid up for many years; relax, eat, drink, be merry’.  But God said to him, ‘Fool!  This very night self is demanded of you’”.  

This man had forgotten that even his own self, his own being, was not his own, but belonged to God.  We can only imagine how empty this man must have felt standing at the edge of life as God showed him his barns and said “Behold, the sum total of your life.  This is what you did with all that I entrusted to you.”


Yesterday Amy and I returned to our old church in Conroe, to attend the funeral of a very dear friend and colleague, John Worrell.  John was an old school priest, and one of the most faithful Christians I have ever known.  He was a brilliant man, and had he chosen to worship and enrich himself, there is no telling how much wealth he could have amassed in his barns, but he had other ideas, entering the priesthood almost 60 years ago, and devoting his life to working for the Kingdom.  By the time I got to St. James in 2006 John had been retired for many years, but he was continuing to spend his retirement in the service of God and the Church he loved, preaching at least one Sunday a month, presiding at a healing Eucharist service every Wednesday, teaching various classes, which was one of his greatest gifts, doing everything he could to assist the clergy and build up the congregation at St. James.  Rather than accepting any monetary reimbursement for his time and service, John and his wife Vivian gave generously of their monetary treasure to support the mission and ministry of the Church.  He lived a life of selflessness, oriented toward God, working for the good of the Church and the world.  As I sat at that funeral yesterday, I imagined God showing John that packed church and all those people gathered together whose lives he had impacted so profoundly and saying “Look.  Look at the treasure you stored up while on this earth.  Well done, good and faithful servant’”.  


Sooner or later each of us will have that view from the edge of life, so much clearer than the view we have now.  We will see clearly where we have stored our treasures, perhaps in a place such as this church which we all love so much, or perhaps in a bank vault, probably a very empty sight from the edge of life.  May we all store up such a treasure that we feel great joy as we take that final look back from the edge.  And may we, like John Worrell, live such lives that when we return into the presence of our creator we hear not a rebuke but rather, “Well done good and faithful servant.  Welcome home.”  

Amen.

